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Professor Woodhead began by stating that she and the audience shared some 
common concerns.  All were interested in, and committed to, the future of religion but 
aware that we lived in difficult and challenging times.  There is a serious disconnect 
between religious and public life.  In particular churches which were once integral to 
society were now significantly detached from public life. 
 
Professor Woodhead aimed in the lecture to address three questions.  Why has this 
disconnect occurred?; where has this left us now?; and what might happen in the 
future? 
 
The first question is why has the disconnect between religious and public life had 
occurred?  Professor Woodhead’s hypothesis is that the churches have become 
‘stuck in time’.  As late as the 1970s the churches were confident of their importance 
and place in society.  The churches were at the forefront of social change in UK 
society.  It was the churches who led the legislative changes of the 1960s in areas 
such as abortion, contraception and same sex relationships.  However the churches 
have not been able to move beyond this period, they have become stuck in time.  
Whilst society has continued to change and develop the churches have been unable 
to develop beyond a mould suited to the industrial age.  Two documents illustrate 
this.  First the Roman Catholic Church the encyclical Humanae Vitae; second the 
Church of England’s Faith in the City Report.  The question which follows from this 
analysis is why have the churches become ‘stuck in time’.        
 
Professor Woodhead suggested a number of possible explanations.  These included: 
a lack of intellectual courage in the churches; poor leadership in the churches; a 
theology that has not clearly helped and may well have hindered the churches; 
undemocratic ecclesial structures; the detachment of church government from local 
parishes and congregations; and the marginalisation of intelligent lay people. 
 
These interlinked failures had led to increased sectarianism in the churches.  The 
extreme conservative wings of the churches, through effective planning and 
sophisticated organisation, exerted disproportionate power and influence.  The 
churches had ceased to function as Church, in Troeltsch’s sense, and were now 
sectarian.  This shift to extreme conservatism and sectarianism had then contributed 
to secularism.  As the churches become more narrow in their stance and range of 
concerns so social groups are less interested in listening to their voice.  This 
generates a downward circularity because as society pays less attention to the ideas 
of the churches so the churches become more defensive and conservative. 
 
Professor Woodhead then addressed the question of where does this leave the 
churches today?  First there is a large group who do not belong to the conservative 
extremes but whose voice is unheard and unrepresented in much ecclesial 
discussion and life.  This group is vital to the future of the churches.  Second there 
are areas of religious vitality.  New forms of church are emerging, there are 
successful and dynamic ‘fresh expressions’, and new types of religious and spiritual 
life.  A concern for holistic medicine and practice is growing in many areas.  Overall a 
new economy of salvation is emerging.  1989 saw the end of the dominance of the 
Reformation mode of Christianity.  This form of Christianity had been protected and 
propagated by a dominant clerical and academic elite.  It told a story of sin and 



redemption with the promise of future salvation.  It has been replaced by an economy 
of salvation based on personal vocation.  An educated laity are pursuing questions of 
how to live a good life.  They are asking how can I live well now, what is the purpose 
of my life, what constitutes the good life.  Major and important writers in the US 
illustrate this trend with best-selling books pursuing the idea of discerning and 
following one’s vocation. 
 
The final section of the lecture examined the question of how the churches might 
respond to the shift in religious culture in the UK.  Professor Woodhead first 
suggested the churches needed a greater degree of honesty about the problems 
they face.  In particular church leaders need to face the difficult reality of the current 
situation confronting the churches.  Second there needs to be a much greater 
awareness and understanding of the majority of people whose voice is drowned out 
by the conservative extremes.  Important questions include: what do the majority 
believe about God and about ethics?; what do they hope for in life?; how do they 
discern and form their purpose for life?; what are the things that matter to them?  
This focus on the beliefs of the neglected centre might also lead to a shift in public 
theology.  Public theology could well seek to analyse and critique the beliefs of the 
majority of people.  Professor Woodhead then emphasised that a change in the 
structures of church governance was required.  Structures could be more 
representative and more flexible.  Overall these suggested changes were 
progressive Professor Woodhead argued.  They were not meant to return the 
churches to a previous golden era but instead lead them forward so that they could 
be truthful about their condition, have a theology that was meaningful to people, and 
so that they could build upon and develop their large untapped human resources. 
 
Professor Woodhead then took questions on a wide-range of topics stimulated by her 
lecture.   


